This short article discusses the results form a national survey examining the experience of women who have been abused and the abuse perpetrated against their animals.
The current study was an attempt to get a national scope of the problem and explore how shelters responded. The authors developed a survey asking questions about the prevalence of animal abuse, the kinds of screening that shelters provide, and the services shelters offered to women who reports animal abuse. Using the directory of domestic violence programs provided by National Coalition Against Domestic Violence, the authors identified the 50 largest shelters in the country (including the District of Columbia, but excluding Utah where a current study was already occurring) to participate in the survey. The specifically targeted shelters which provided overnight housing and children's services to participate in the study.
What they found was that 85% of the women and 63% of the children who came to these shelters spontaneously disclosed incidents of pet abuse in their homes. 83% of the shelters self-reported observing a coexistence between domestic violence and animal abuse. In spite of these findings, only 27% of the shelters screen for pet abuse during the intake process.
Some of the kinds of questions that were used as part of the screening include:
• Has he threatened to hurt you, your family, your pets, or favorite belongings of yours?
• Has the abuser threatened to harm or ever harmed a pet in the household?
• Do you have animals at home? Are they safe?
• Has there been physical destruction of property/pets? Where are the pets? Do you have a safe place for them?
These findings are telling in and of themselves. They also must be understood within their context. The survey was of the 50 largest shelters -suggesting that they exist in more urban
